Abstract
Section-1 INTRODUCTION
The microfinance industry is going through a period of rapid scaling up.
Especially during the past ten years, these programmes have been in vogue in several developing economies. Amongst the well-known ones are; the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, Bank Rakyat in Indonesia and Banco Sol in Bolivia. Particularly, the Grameen Bank system of Mohammad Yunus (a system of group lending started in 1976 in Bangladesh), has been widely replicated in other developing countries.
In an effort to improve the effectiveness of efforts at reducing poverty, programs that fall under the broad rubric of "community driven development" Access to finance indeed empowers people, provides them the opportunity to have an account, to save and invest, to insure their homes or to take a loan and in many cases to liberate from the clutches of poverty. Microfinance offers potential advantages to all stakeholders viz., the Poor, the NGOs and the banks. The linkage between banks and SHGs with the NGOs as facilitators / financial intermediaries as a mechanism for channeling credit to the poor on a sustainable basis, offers a number of potential advantages. As a methodology, Self-Help Group (SHG) facilitates the service provider (government, development agencies) to reach the poor communities on a wider scale and at lower costs.
Section-II IMPACTS OF MICROFINANCE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Recent literature has found a positive correlation between access to finance, economic growth and poverty alleviation. There is greater consensus however, on the role of microfinance in reducing vulnerability. The provision of microfinance has been found to strengthen crisis-coping mechanisms, diversify income-earning sources, build assets and improve the status of women (Hashemi et al [1996] ; Montgomery et al [1996] ; Morduch [1998] ). One of the first comparative studies addressing effects of microfinance using quasi-experiments was Hulme and Mosley's (1996) Finance against Poverty, bringing a new critical voice to the debate by showing the limitations of microfinance in bringing about poverty alleviation. Some of the studies indicate that it is the better off poor rather than the starkly poor who stand to benefit most.
Evidence for this is given in e.g. Hulme and Mosley (1996) and Copestake et al. (2005) . Khandker (2005) finds that the extremely poor benefit more from microfinance than the moderately poor.
The existing literature on SHG-bank linkage programme in India reveals an overall picture of great promise on the socioeconomic well being of the members' households. Moyle, Dollard and Biswas (2006) and EDA Rural System and APMAS, (2006) discussed mainly various socio-economic parameters of SHG members related to the situation during pre-SHG and post-SHG periods. Further, Khandker (2005) applying panel methods (using a 1999 resurvey) concludes that microcredit benefits the 'very poor' even more than the 'moderately poor'. According to a study by SIDBI (2008), while 76 percent of the poor were able to increase their income through MFI assistance, 66 per cent improved their food consumption and 77 per cent could provide better educational facilities to their children.
The impact on poverty reduction was reviewed by Morduch and Haley (2002) in India, and Khandker (2005) in Bangladesh have found a greater impact on poverty for low-income households. Richard L. Meyer (2001) observes that microfinance can contribute to poverty alleviation and food security. It does this through supplying loans, savings and other financial services that enhance investment, reduce the cost of self-insurance, and contribute to consumption smoothing. India has expanded microfinance, but it has not yet developed a strong system capable of serving massive numbers of poor in a sustainable fashion. Undoubtedly, the legacy of directed credit with its top-down approach to lending and the prevalence of highly subsidized state and national poverty projects and programmes retard the development of true marketoriented rural microfinance. The policy of supporting SHG linkages with banks has merit in a country with a large bank network, but it should not be the only model encouraged. Additional efforts are needed to create and nurture competitive MFIs willing to experiment with other models.
Participation in micro enterprise services leads to an increase in the level of household income (Martha Alter Chen and Donald Snodgrass, 1999) . According to their study, the average income of borrower households was higher (by 39%) than the average for non-member households. Further, they have observed that participation in Thus, the growth in the microfinance sector has prompted a large number of academic empirical studies examining different aspects of the industry. These studies have implications for the design of microfinance programmes as well as broader issues relating to the structure and regulation of the sector.
Section-III

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND OBJECTIVES OF STUDY
Microfinance has made incredible progress in India over a period of years. It has become popular as well as familiar to the poor in view of the varied benefits reaped/receivable from microfinance services by the poor. Self Help Groups (SHGs) have turned out to be the familiar means of development process converging all development programmes. SHG-Bank Linkage Programme is considered as the largest microfinance programme in the world in terms of its outreach and hence many In this context, it is desirable to generate information and analyse to what extent these Self Help Groups have been able to create sustainable impact on the economic lives of the weaker sections of the society mainly in terms of their annual income, food consumption and standard of living.
Objectives of the Study
It is generally felt that there have been perceptible changes in the living conditions of the rural poor mainly on economic side and relatively on social side owing to the role of Self Help Groups. Also, it is widely believed that SHGs have had a positive impact on the poverty levels and standards of living of the poor and more particularly on the economic empowerment of women. It is with this perceptional background that this detailed study has been undertaken to find out the economic impact of the Self-Help Groups on food security and non-food consumption of the weaker sections of the society.
In the light of this, the following are the objectives of the study: 1) To assess the impact of Self Help Groups on the food security of the weaker sections of the society.
2) To measure the impact of Self Help Groups on Non-food consumption (standard of living) the weaker sections of the society.
For the purpose of this study, weaker sections of the society include; Women, Other Backward Castes (OBCs) and Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (SC/ST).
Hypothesis
This impact study intends to explore the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis: Self Help Group approach combined with other supportive interventions (like non-financial services, social mobilization, and other forms of social protection) has significant and greater impacts on the weaker sections of the society mainly such as; Women, Other Backward Castes(OBCs) and Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in India which constitute significant population than other (general) sections.
Study Area
In India, southern region has dominated the SHG-bank linkage programme since the launch of the Pilot project to link SHGs with banks. In terms of cumulative number of SHGs linked with banks, Karnataka has been among the top three, the other two being Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh. In Karnataka state, Shimoga has led the way in the formation and linkage of SHGs with banks. The district provides an ideal region to undertake the study in view of the diverse culture, climate encompassing the maidan region (temperate plain region)and malnad region (hilly forest region) consisting of Thirthahalli, Sagara and Hosanagara blocks endowed with majestic Sahyadri hill ranges and thick forest cover.
In terms of SHGs linked with bank credit among the districts in the state of 
Reference Period
The Self Help Group promotion movement has gathered momentum since 1998 and there has been phenomenal rise in the number of SHGs due to the active support of banks, NGOs, Government Organisations and Non Government Organisations. For the purpose of study it is decided to consider a ten year period upto 2008 as a suitable period for the study. Accordingly, March 2008 has been reckoned as the reference period as the subject study was also commenced during this period.
Section-IV METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN
To investigate the proposed objectives and verify the hypothesis at field level, a sample survey was undertaken following multi-stage purposive random sampling design in selection of SHGs in the study area. Factual opinions were collected from the participating functionaries of the programme such as Banks, Government Departments, NGOs and the common public. A combination of both the analytical and descriptive design was employed for the present study. In the following section some of the approaches employed towards data collection aimed at maximizing the accuracy of the study are elaborated.
Data Collection
A planned approach has been employed for data collection so that the facts that are near to reality and free from aberrations are elicited for impact evaluation.
The data were obtained from primary as well as secondary sources. The primary data were collected by conducting a survey. The secondary data were collected from Governmental/Non-Governmental Organizations' publications. The primary data were obtained by administering a pre-tested schedule designed for the study. Some of the methods employed for the purpose of data collection are; Observation method, Questionnaire method, Mailed Questionnaire method and Telephone Interview.
Selection of Good Indicators
For quantification of impacts, some of the indicators employed for impact assessment in the subject study include the following factors at the individual level in Questionnaire designed with 29 parameters enabled to quantify the impacts through the questionnaire method as it is primary data originated directly from the sample groups and their members during the field visits.
Statistical Technique employed for Analysis
Quantification of the impacts for before and after impact situations of any intervention is normally attempted using the most popular statistical tool i.e. PairedSample T-Test. The Paired-Samples T-Test procedure is used to test the hypothesis of no difference between two variables. Accordingly Paired-Samples T-Test has been used here to determine whether there is statistically significant difference between the food and non-food expenses of the members of the SHGs: before and after the intervention of SHG approach.
Sample Design and Choice of Sampling Technique
For the subject study, all the Self Help Groups in Shimoga district constitute the relevant population. Proportionate Stratified Random Sampling technique has been selected keeping in view purpose of the study, measurability, degree of precision, information about population, the nature of the population, geographical area of study, size of population, financial resources, time limitations and economy..
In this method, in view of the diverse nature of data, the population is sub-divided into homogeneous groups or strata, and from each stratum, random sample is drawn. 1 The study area has 7 blocks. Blocks are the geographic units within a district in Indian states created for administrative convenience based on geography, history, population and other related considerations. 2 Scheduled Castes (SC) in India are the classes of sections of society that are very backward particularly socially and need efforts by the government to nurture and emancipate them in order to achieve social equity and economic growth. These classes of the society are notified by the Union (federal) Government of India. 3 Scheduled Tribes (ST) in India are the most deprived sections of the society that are predominantly found in the forests and in the peripheries of the forest lands that are socially as well as economically very poor. These classes of the society are notified by the Union (federal) Government of India for the purpose of providing governmental support and ease of identification for different purposes of administration. 4 Other Backward Classes (OBC) in India are backward classes of the society which are relatively backward when compared to the general classes and need attention of the government even though they are not so socially deprived when compared to SCs and STs. OBCs are also notified by the Union Government of India.
Research Limitations
Measuring the impact of microfinance institutions and policies on the dimensions of poverty and related aspects precisely is technically intricate and expensive (De Aghion & Morduch, 2005 , Khandker, 1998 and Morduch, 1998 . This research has limitations that are ought to be taken into consideration. First, similar to comparable previous studies about the impact evaluation of SHGs, it is very difficult to construct a statistically representative sample given the large size of the population Even though there is the availability of some antidotes for such disadvantages of the control group method, it was felt to go ahead with the decided methodology in the larger interests of the accuracy of the study as well as the aspects of cost and time concerns. However, the attributions of the impact by the results of the study are opined to have not been affected with the choice of the methodology.
Fourth, this study believes that the obvious factors of economic impact on rural development such as the role of Government, the effect of inflation and resource endowment in the study area are limited or the same when compared to the pre-SHG situation and the post-SHG situation. This assumption is prompted by the most popular understanding that SHGs have had a lasting impact on the economic living of the poor in the area and dominate the other variables of analysis for economic development.
Section-V IMPACT EVALUATION
The key to the success of a development programme is its effectiveness in bringing about the desired change in the lives and livelihoods of the participants or the target groups it is intended to benefit. Impact Evaluation is helpful in ascertaining the effectiveness of the development programme. Impact Evaluation can be defined as a systematic analysis of the lasting changes -positive or negative, intended or not -in
people's lives brought about by an action or a series of actions. For Impact
Evaluation, the study has considered factors in tune with the objectives like; ( )
Impact on Food Security and 2) Impact on Non-Food Expenses.
Impact on Food Security
One of the important dimensions of development is provision of adequate provision of food for the needy poor. Provision of food indicates the adequate supply of food to the needy. It is thus one of the parameters of indicators of standard of living. In this background, it is attempted here below to analyse the trends of Per Family Food Expenses of the members of the SHGs.
The null hypothesis (H0):
There is no significant difference between the two variables Food Expenses Before (FEB) the formation of SHGs and Food Expenses After (FEA) the SHG impact.
The Alternative Hypothesis (Ha):
There is a significant difference between the two variables Food Expenses Before (FEB) the formation of SHGs and Food Expenses After (FEA) the SHG impact. (1999) , too found that average expenditure on food in borrower households was 21% higher than in control households. Simillarly, NCEAR (2008) study also found 5.1% increase in food expenditure.
Paired Samples Statistics for Analysis of Per Family Food Expenses of all 555 Sample Groups
Impact on Non-food Expenses (Standard of Living)
In addition to the provision of food for the poor, it also important that the poor need to spend for other Non-Food Expenses in order to make a reasonable Standard of
Living. The Non-Food Expenses largely account for expenses towards to health, education, day-to-day expenses of home making and quality of life etc. It is in this background that the analysis of the impact of SHGs on the Non-Food Expenses of the members of the SHGs is attempted here below.
The null hypothesis (H0):
There is no significant difference between the two variables Non Food Expenses Before (NFEB) the formation of SHGs and Non Food Expenses After (NFEA) the SHG impact.
The Alternative Hypothesis (Ha):
There is a significant difference between the two variables Non Food Expenses Before (NFEB) the formation of SHGs and Non Food Expenses After (NFEA) the SHG impact. 
Paired Samples Statistics for Analysis of Per Family Non-Food Expenses of all 555 Sample Groups
Outreach of Impact of SHGs on Weaker Sections
One of the important dimensions of a successful development intervention is the Outreach of its impact. The typical beneficiaries of SHG are low-income persons who are deprived of the access to formal financial institutions. The economic impact of the SHGs on the Weaker Sections of the Society is presented in the 
Section-VI CONCLUSION
Empirical analysis has revealed that microfinance particularly in the form of Self Help Group approach is most suited for sustainable rural development through the participation of the stakeholders at all levels. SHGs reduce poverty and vulnerability of the poor by increasing capital / asset formation at the household level, improving household and enterprise incomes, enhancing the capacity of individuals and households to manage risk, increasing enterprise activity within households, expanding employment opportunities for the poor in non-farm enterprises, empowering women, and improving the accessibility of other financial services at the community level.
The impact on per family food expenses due to SHGs has been to the extent of 68% in case General groups, 65% in case of SC/ST groups and 75% among the OBC groups. The impact on per family non-food expenses due to SHGs has been to the extent of 72% in case General groups, 73% in case of SC /ST groups and 74% among the OBC groups.
There is significant outreach of impact of SHGs in terms of physical as well as qualitative factors on the socially weaker sections of the society such as Women, Scheduled Castes /Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes category of the poor. Attribution of the impact has been ascribed to the SHG-Bank linkage programme whereby the participation of the poor in the said programme by becoming the member of the SHG and availing micro credit as well as other related microfinance services has resulted in noticeable improvements in the food security as well as the non-food expenditure. 
